ison arewild animals. Although
B they are now raised commer-

cially—the Kansas Buffalo Asso-
ciation currently has 107 membersraising
8,600 animals—bison do not have the
same temperament as their domesticated
cattlerelatives. Bison, or buffalo, appear
docile when grazing and ruminating, but
the mind behind the massive forehead and
curved horns gtill thinks the way its an-
cestorsthought. Itisananimal that pre-
ferstorun, but it isready to fight when
threatened.

Humans and bison have interacted
for thousands of yearsin North America,
but that interaction until recent times has
been characterized by humans as preda-
tors and bison as the prey.

The earliest evidence for bison hunt-
ing comes from distinctively made pro-
jectile points found in association with
extinct forms of bison dating to around
8000 B.C. Further evidenceis seen
among bison bone refuse commonly
found in archeological sites of American
Indian camps and villagesin all subse-
guent time periods. Thislong-term rela
tionship ended suddenly and dramatically
in the latter portion of the nineteenth cen-
tury when the North American buffalo
was hunted almost to extinction by com-
mercia hide-hunters.

In Kansas, the period from 1870
101874 saw the confluence of a number of
factors contributing to the sudden disap-
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pearance of once numerous herds. A
demand from the eastern United States
for bison products, both meat and hides,
coupled with the arrival in western Kan-
sas of railroad lines that provided the
means for cheaply and efficiently trans-
porting those products, led to amassive
killing of bison. Thekilling was unregu-
lated and thorough and was condoned by
the U.S. and state governments, anxious
to subdue free-roaming Indian tribeswho
depended upon buffalo for food, materi-
alsfor shelter, and numerous other neces-
sities, aswell asfor spiritual needs.

Small remnant herds of bison remained
after the departure of the hide-hunters,
surviving for a decade or so in the rough
country drained by the Canadian River
and itstributariesin the Oklahomaand
Texas panhandles. By 1888, when C. J.
“Buffalo” Joneswent searching in this
region for bison to capture aive, he found
atotal of 37 animals.

Ancient Bison on the Plains

Bison first came to North America
during the middle Pleistocene (Ice Ages),
and they have been resident here for hun-
dreds of thousands of years. At approxi-
mately 8000 B.C., some Pleistocene ani-
mals, such as the mammoth, camel, and
horse became extinct. However, the bi-
son survived beyond thistime to became
the largest land animal in North America.
Larger than today’s buffalo (Bison bison

By 1888, when C. J.

“ Buffalo” Jones went
searching in this region for
bison to capture alive, he
found a total of 37 animals.

and Bison athabascae), skeletal remains
of extinct forms (such as Bison latifrons,
Bison alleni, and Bison antiquus) can be
recognized primarily by their continued
diminution in overall sizeand smaller
horn cores, which also change in shape.

These characteristics seem to point to
arelatively straightforward evolution of
the animal from the larger Pleistocene
formsto the smaller present-day animals,
although the causes of this evolutionary
change are debatable. For one thing,
bison species continued to enter the New
World over alengthy period of time, as
the ice-free corridor opened and closed in
response to climatic changes. It isnot
certain whether the new arrivalswere
additionsto the existing herds (and gene
poals) or replacements for buffalo species
that died off. Perhapsthe new arrivals
coexisted with established species but did
not breed with them.

Some scientists argue that the differ-
encesin skeletal remains that are used to
distinguish species are, in some instances,



only variations to be expected in a“nor-
mal” population. Thiswould mean that

instead of classifying two speciesfrom a -~ - G T L e
skeletal population, there should be only : ¥ :
one. Others believe that prehistoric bison i P o

hunters were a contributing factor in the
evolution to smaller size bison. Their ar-
gument is partly based upon the hunters
preference for prime animals versus
older, ill, or injured animals that typically
are eliminated by natural selection. They
contend that some hunting methods, such
as the bison drive—wherein herds or
large segments of herds were trapped or
driven over natural obstaclesto their
deaths—were a contributing factor to the
development of faster maturing, but
smaller animals.

In western Kansas, the Twelve Mile
Creek sitein Logan County yielded the
remains of at least ten animals, killed
around 8000 B.C. The Norton bone bed
in Scott County contained the remains of
eight or more bison deposited in an an-
cient gully approximately 9,000 yearsago.

Another High Plains bison kill site
that illustrates the potential human impact
on ancient bison (Bison occidentalis) is
the Ol sen-Chubbuck site, located approx-
imately 30 miles west of the Kansas state
line near First View, Colorado. At this
location, the remains of 190 animals were
uncovered in awide and deep gully that,
ironically, had been formed by the ero-
sion of abuffalo trail. A herd had been
stampeded acrossthe gully. Animalsin
front fell into and filled up the chasm,
providing abridge for those that fol-
lowed. The excavated bones of the un- gl 1
fortunate animals killed in the gully b e
came from both male and femal e adults,

. . . . A mature bison bull will weigh approximately 2,000 pounds. The animal
juveniles, and calves. Animalsin the can run at speads|up to 30 miles per hour and is capable of quickly

upper part of the gully were butchered by changing course. |The strongest bull will be the dominant animal in the
the hunters, but those at the bottom were herd, but the dominant cow will be the herd leader.

inaccessible, comprising 40 whole or
almost complete skeletons. Thissitealso
dates to approximately 8000 B.C.
Archeology can contribute to an un-
derstanding of the natural history of the
bison through the excavation of such
sites. Although the hunters disarticul ated
the skeletons and modified some bones,
they also left behind datable materials,
such as charcoal from camp fires and

This two-part article by Martin Stein examines
the theme of Kansas Archeology Week 2002,
“Bison: Animal and Icon.” Part one provides
information about the natural history and
nature of the bison, or buffalo as it is more
commonly called. Stein is an archeologist with
the Cultural Resources Division, whose principal
assignment currently is preparing the report for
the archeological excavations in the Arkansas
City area in the mid-1990s.

Bison calves weigh between 25 and 35 pounds when they are born.
They are weaned at about six months.




Facing a Stampede

Canadian artist Clarence Tillenius observed the running buffalo in a Wood Buffalo National Park bison herd stampede,
arranged for his benefit. He hid in a log pile for protection from the animals. In his.article, “An Artist Among the Buffalo,”
published in Buffalo (see suggested reading at the end of the article), he reported'the.experience.

Now | was for it: and with that realization came a disquieting
thought. The wardens had said the herd would split when they
reached the log pile: but would they? | knew that some of those
massive bulls weigh well over a ton: would a few logs be any ob-
stacle to them? The wardens,had also cautioned me that a buffalo
herd’s splitting to either side of me depended on my showing myself
in time. The danger lay, they told.me, in letting.the buffalo get too
close before popping up, since a buffalo might then'in sudden anger
or panic hook me as it ran by. ...

A low muttering sound like distantthunder growing steadily
louder warned that the time for second thoughts was past. With
thewind blowing crossways stddenly there hove into view above the
bushes an undulating brown line—the backs'of the oncoming buf-
falo herd.” They thundered down on‘me, butsat the last moment
divided as they reachedithe logipile | was crouched in- Four.orfive
cows caught my scent.as-they went by: they wheeled and bounded
up’to'the fog pile grunting menacingly.gMoments.later theypspun
round and followed the vanishing-herd. Safe in.my log pile, |
breathed easier and spent the rest of the afternoon recreating in
my mind the impressions and appearance of the oncoming herd and

putting those impressions down on paper.

Buffalo, when running hard, even after a comparatively short
distance, give a misleading appearance.of fatigue. Their tongues
seem to hang outia foot; the peculiar rocking'gait might lead one to
think that they are tiring. Nothing could be farther from the truth:
buffalo are fiercely enduring;.when,in ruinning trim, the cows espe-
cially can run.all day, so that only the fleetest horses can overtake
them. The big bulls, because of their. greater bulk; resent being
made to run_and will eventually stop and turn to give battle to
whatever pursues them: The-enormous head and fore-shoulders of
afull-grown bull are so:imposing and ponderous that it is almost
incredible to see the ease with'which,the’big bull whips around to
meet a rival or face an enemy.” The secret is the .almost even bal-
ance of his/great weight over the short sturdy forelegs; the momens
tum of the heavy head swinging to,the-side seems to-flip the'lighter
hind quartersylikea top'in‘the opposite direction Buffalo can be
tredcherous and it is well not to trust them too farsespecially at
those dangerous times when the cows are protecting their small

calves and when the bulls are in the seasonal rut.

projectile points or other artifacts repre-
sentative of certain time periods. This
chronological information can be valu-
able. Some sites, such as Olsen-
Chubbuck, also contain complete animal
skeletons to provide study specimens.

Saved from Extinction

The natural history of the bison has
many blank pages, but due to the efforts
of afew individuals, the buffalo were
saved from extinction and the bison book
was not closed forever at the end of the
nineteenth century.

C. J. “Buffalo” Jones of Garden City
wasoneof thoseindividuals. A flamboy-
ant promoter, he captured (by roping)
calvesfrom thefew remaining bisonin the
region for various schemes, including a
buffal o-drawn streetcar system for Garden
City. Theherd that grew from thisroundup
provided ten animalsfor aprivate zoo at
theturn of the century for acost of $1,000
each. Thiscompareswith the price of
$2.50 for abison robe scarcely ten years
earlier. Jones became warden at
Yellowstone Park in 1902, overseeing the
last remaining bison on publicland, a
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small herd of 25 animals. In 1906, he
started aranch on the north rim of the
Grand Canyon stocked by “cattelo,” his
term for a cross between buffalo and Gal-
loway cattle. Thisattempt to combinethe
best attributes of both animals was not
commercially successful.

Early in the twentieth century, most
buffalo were found in private herds, asis
true now at the beginning of the twenty-
first. Publicity about the near extinction
of the animal led to the founding of the
American Bison Society with William
Hornaday, chief taxidermist at the U. S.
National Museum, as president. Thisor-
gani zation spearheaded efforts to stock
bison on public land, so that by 1915
bison herds had been established in the
Wichita Mountains National Wildlife
Refuge (NWR) in Oklahoma, Fort
Niobrara NWR in Nebraska, and Wind
Cave National Park and Custer State Park
in South Dakota.

Ernest Harold Baynes, a New
England journalist, was instrumental in
forming the American Bison Society
and in publicizing the need to save the
buffalo. Anxious to promote the useful-

ness of the animal, he advocated using
buffalo wool (the hair that grows over
the front part of the animal) in blankets
and articles of clothing. He aso recom-
mended bison as strong draft animals.
Neither of these beneficial uses panned
out; they floundered because of the na-
ture of the buffalo. How does one shear
aliving bison? And although some indi-
vidual animalstook to a harness, the
vast majority—even those raised from
young calves by humans—were too
unmanageable for the task.

The Nature of the Beast

Some bison characteristics have been
constant for thousands of years. A bison
herd’s propensity to runin headlong
flight at a perceived threat was used to
advantage by those American Indian
hunters responsible for creating the bone
bed that filled the gully at the Olsen-
Chubbuck site. Thisstrategy also figured
into the creation of the massive bison
bone deposits at the famous buffalo
jumps of the Northern Plains, such asthe
Head-Smashed-Injumpin Alberta,
Canada. Atthissiteand similar sitesin



the northern United States, buffalo herds
were gathered together and driven over
high precipitous cliffs by the coordinated
actions of the on-foot hunters, who used
concealment and then their sudden ap-
pearance to guide the running bison to the
cliff; theresulting fall killed or injured the
animals. Hunters used the same locations
over and over again for many thousands
of years.

With the reintroduction of the horse
into North America by the Spanish in the
sixteenth century, sometribes altered
their buffal o-hunting tactics. Mounted
hunters would chase the animals on fast
and fearless horses, chosen especially for
their ability to run close to the bison
where their riders could shoot arrows or
fire bulletsinto the selected animals.

In 1872, hides shipped
from Dodge City
numbered 165,721; in
1873 there were 251,443;
and in 1874 there was a
reduction to 42,289—a
total of 459,453 bison
hides. This figure does
not include animals
killed but not skinned or
buffalo hides that spoiled
in the field due to the
Inexperience of the
hunters.

Another less dramatic, but equally
efficient, way of hunting bison relied on
using a combination of the animal’s poor
eyesight and keen nose. By keeping
downwind of aherd and by using stealthy
movements, hunters could sometimes
approach quite closely. Indians, using
wolf skins or blankets draped over their
bodies, could get within arrow-shot range
using this method.

Nineteenth-century hide-hunters
could sometimes establish a*“ stand”
within rifle range of aherd and be ableto
shoot bison after bison from one position.

The key to this hunting method wasto
avoid spooking the herd with sudden
movements—either by the hunter himself
or by, for instance, only wounding an
animal that caused its sudden movements
to alert the herd to danger. Apparently
the loud report from the rifle’'s discharge
was not afactor.

Such tactics as these, plus the num-
ber of hide-hunters operating in the field,
caused an incredible number of bison to
bekilled. Colonel Richard I. Dodge, a
contemporary observer of the slaughter,
obtained figures from the Atchison, To-
peka and Santa Fe Railway for three years
of hide shipments from Dodge City. In
1872, hides shipped numbered 165,721;
in 1873 there were 251,443; and in 1874
there was areduction to 42,289—a total
of 459,453 bison hides. Thisfigure does
not include animalskilled but not skinned
or buffalo hides that spoiled in the field
due to the inexperience of the hunters.

The rebound in numbers of buffalo in
the twentieth century can be attributed
partly to their ability to reproduce and
their adaptation to the Plains environ-
ment. A buffalo cow can breed at two
years of age and have her first calf at age
three. Under optimal conditions, a cow
can have a calf each year of her 20- to 25-
year life span.

Bison eat awide range of grasses and
plants, typically gaining weight during the
spring and summer but losing weight
during the winter months. Unlike cattle,
bison can move away snow with their
snouts to reach buried winter grasses,
which allowsthem to be self-sufficient
and to survive extreme weather events.
Bullsin prime can weigh around 2,000
pounds, while amature cow will weigh
approximately 1,100 pounds.

Although bison have not rebounded
to their former numbers, there are today
approximately 350,000 located on private
and public lands. Bison meat and bison
products are generally available to the
public, and bison can become a part of an
individual’s diet if one so desires.

Bison research is carried on at sev-
era institutionsin the Plains states, in-
cluding the Konza Prairie unit of Kansas
State University. 1n Kansas, public view-
ing of bison herdsis available at the Max-
well Wildlife Refuge near Cantonin
M cPherson County and at the Finney
Game Refuge near Garden City. Surplus
bison from the Finney and Maxwell herds
are sold at auction at the Maxwell Wild-
life Refuge during the first two weeks of
November each year. Further increasesin
the bison population of North America
will need to come through anincreasein
the number of privately owned herds.
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